Introduction
Although the induction of abortion has been practised for over two millenia there have always been two distinct sets of criteria employed -those related to clinical urgency, and those of sociopolitical origin. Possibly the first recorded reference to abortion as a means of population control was the recommendation of Aristotle (384-322 BC) in his Politics that it be used to maintain the 'ideal' size of a city state wherever couples already had sufficient children." Aristotle claimed that the embryo did not possess life until 'quickening' and that abortion was, therefore, permissible prior to that time: in his History of Animals he computed this as the first 40 days of gestation for a male child, and the first 80 days for a female child.2
Three hundred years later early Christian thought rejected the concept of abortion. As early as the Ist century AD The Epistle of Barnabas stated 'Thou shalt not procure abortion, nor commit infanticide '.3 Sterilisation, contraception, and abortion at all stages of gestation were expressly forbidden by Pope Gregory IX (I227-I24I) in the canon Si aliquis4 and, despite subsequent differences of opinion over detail,' this has remained essentially the view of the church of Rome to the present day.
In countries such as France, where the Roman Catholic church held sway until the close of the i8th century, induced abortion, being a procedure specifically forbidden by the church, was simply not recognised by the medical profession as a therapeutic procedure. Indeed, apart from the mediaeval The pressures of modern society for induced abortion upon socio-political grounds can also be traced to this period, and it appears probable that the case was first formulated in I795.
The Marquis de Sade
The i8th century, although largely a time of peace in the military sense, was a period of considerable intellectual ferment. In the field of religion rationalism and deism flourished, and from these beliefs it was but an easy step for philosophers to manage without even the Deists ' 'God'. During this period the writings of Voltaire (I694-I778), , Diderot (I713-84) and others, were aimed (inter alia) at the destruction of a faith which Voltaire thought unworthy of man.
There grew a widespread impiety, and increas- La Philosophie dans le Boudoir12 is notable for the violence of its attacks upon established religion, morality, family ties and social structures, and for its advocacy of sodomy, incest, lust and cruelty for their own sakes. Even in the permissive climate of society today this book must rank as exceptionally obscene and pornographic, and it has never beenand still is not -on sale in Britain in any edition. Only three translations into English have ever been made; one of these"' has (very recently) appeared in the British Library's catalogue, one is now out of print,14 and neither of these, nor the other version '5 has ever been sold in Britain. Study of this work has been extremely difficult, therefore, and the present comments are based upon a modern French reprint,16 and it is to this edition that the page numbers quoted below refer.
It can be argued that the pornographic content of La Philosophie is less important, in terms ofpotential effect upon its readers, than the lengthy philosophical monologues in which de Sade incorporated his views on morality. It was de Sade's 'mistaken' views concerning pregnancy. He scorned the view that man is not responsible for his own existence and that it is God who grants an embryo its soul: it was because of such 'gross errors' of belief (he said) that abortion was commonly considered a crime.'9 The realistic view, according to de Sade, was that as murder is such a trivial matter then destruction of an infant, which has not achieved 'the age of reason', is only of 'small consequence'.'9 Such practices, he said, are found throughout history amongst all peoples of the world, and this demonstrates the stupidity of regarding such a 'very unimportant action' as wrong. '9 The lessons of history were referred to at length, to support de Sade's contention that abortion and infanticide are natural behaviour. The customs of Madagascar, Greece, Rome and China were especially quoted with, not surprisingly, Aristotle's support for abortion being singled out for special mention.20
A further reason given for supporting both abortion and infanticide in a republic was in order that the population should not become too numerous -the converse of the situation in a monarchy, where large numbers of serfs were necessary.20 Too many people were seen as merely parasites within a republican State -extra mouths to feed -and especially did de Sade consider this to be so in his own country at the time he was writing.2' De Sade was very concerned with the concept of optimum population size, and would undoubtedly have ' a sort of ultra-free education, which has spread amongst several social classes by means of novels, the theatre, meetings, etc., on subjects which previously had no writer or speaker prepared to put them before the general public'.27 This is precisely the role which had been undertaken by de Sade at the time of the revolution; and it is from that time that the open appearance of induced abortion in western Europe dates.
It is surely not too fanciful to see in the Marquis de Sade the spiritual progenitor of the widespread use of induced abortion not only for clinical, but even more for social, economic, and political purposes, which is so evident today.
